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Abstract: Callipolis, as pointed out as Socrates in Plato’s Republic laid 
out the ‘perfect’ city, the ideal polis which will be ultimately governed by 
philosopher-kings. According to Socrates, philosopher-kings will make 
the best ruler for a city. The factors will be discussed in this paper in the 
light of Singaporean governance. Singapore as a democratic country had 
also been categorized as an authoritarian state, which suggests a clash 
between these two concepts. Singapore, a small country in South East Asia 
ruled by “Hybrid Regime” as pointed out by The Economist, Intelligence 
Unit. The goal of this study is to establish a substantial relation between 
Singapore and Socrates’ Callipolis by examining their similarities 
particularly on the governance of a philosopher-king. Thus, the works 
of prominent academicians and research works will be used. The results 
show that in order for Singapore to become a developed country in SEA 
region and become part of the first world, a highly controlled state was 
adopted that guaranteed continuous growth and stability in economics 
and politics of the country.
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INTRODUCTION
Republic, written by Plato in the form of dialogues between people and Socrates had 
established itself as the authority as one of the earliest philosophies on government and 
governance. It is a book written based on the relationships between the “philosophers 
and the political community” (Bloom, 1991, p. 307), and is seen to explain on the 
accusations which were thrown at Socrates by the Athenian government at that point 
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of time. To make sense out of it, they could be seen as the academia of the ancient 
times which will amount to the political analysts who acts as a watchdog to the 
political system.
This book by Plato practically started with the discussions on ‘justice’ between Socrates 
and a few of his students. Justice as suggested by Thrasymachus that it could be bent 
by the ones in control of the laws, in order for justice to serve for their way. Simply 
means, that justice is not will always side the stronger and not the disadvantaged ones. 
Socrates denied the claim and suggested that these law makers; claimed as rulers by 
Thrasymachus, could sometimes pass laws which are not beneficial for them. He made 
Thrasymachus to agree on the statement, and then substantiated it that rulers should 
be knowledgeable enough not to make mistakes, hence they are regarded not as rulers 
(348b-354c).
Socrates’s argument paved way to the discussions of justice leading into a conversation 
of his suggestion of ideal state. The ideal state as suggested by Socrates was that 
philosopher-kings should rule the city for they know what is good. ‘Good’ here refers 
to the knowledge to define the ‘form of good’ which is an abstract understanding of the 
ultimate good, rather than the surface(508e). However, my main point of discussion 
in this paper is the role of philosopher-kings and whether it is a feasible suggestion by 
Plato. 
Philosopher-kings as argues by Plato will be able to determine what’s best for the 
people under his ruling for he has the knowledge of the forms. Plato put forth an 
allegory or analogy of the cave to explain that how knowledge will help release 
the people who were trapped in a cave and not knowing the world outside the cave 
(514a-517c). He relates the philosophers as those who had gone out of the cave, 
learning of the knowledge crucial to lead the people in the cave out. This affirms his 
stand on the knowledge of the philosopher-kings as the best ruler.
As suggested earlier, this paper will be discussing on the feasibility and the similarity of 
the philosopher-kings by putting it in today’s context. Singapore had been categorized 
as an authoritarian state, but what explains of its economic status of a first world 
country and the leading nation in the South East Asia. The question to ask is whether 
Socrates’s suggestion of the ruling philosopher-king could come true and impact the 
nation in a positive way.
DISCUSSION
Plato and his idea of the ideal polis may sound outrageous but what if it has happened 
in the current time? We are discussing on the suggestion which Socrates had made; that 
a polis (city) are to be in their best position if governed by philosophers. Glaucon, who 
was speaking to Socrates thought that it was outrageous too when Socrates mentioned 
about the idea.
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Before we go any further, we will discuss about the plausibility of the argument 
which Socrates had suggested. We would like to highlight that we’ve used the word 
‘plausibility’ instead of ‘possibility’. Both the words carry minute difference in 
definition, and to make things simple, plausibility suggests to the reasonability of the 
argument and not the feasibility of the argument. 
Reasonable or not, we need to understand why did Socrates argued in such a way 
that philosophers should rule as kings. It is necessary to look back into the translated 
dialogues of Socrates and Glaucon as written by Plato; in order for us to find the 
original meaning which Socrates had intended in the first place.
“Unless,” we said, “the philosophers rule as kings or those now called kings and chiefs 
genuinely and adequately philosophize, and political power and philosopher coincide 
in the same place, while the many natures now making their way to either apart from 
the other are by necessity excluded, there is no rest from ills for the cities, my dear 
Glaucon, nor I think for human kind, nor will the regime we have now described in 
speech ever come forth from nature, insofar as possible, and see the light of the sun.” 
(473c-d)
Referring to the dialogue above, Socrates refers that political powers and philosophy 
should be one in place. It is by nature that it is seen to be exclusive of each other or 
to be generally separated, but in Socrates’s view, a fusion of these powers would be 
beneficial to the city. 
Allan Bloom (1991, p. 391), in his interpretive essay on Plato’s Republic, suggested 
that Socrates argues that “philosophy is needed in this city” instead of promoting 
philosophy as the main “activity” for the society at large. Bloom (1991, p. 391) also 
said that Socrates was not focusing the discussion on ‘philosophy’ per se, but the idea 
was directed to the discussion on ‘justice’ under the rule of a ‘philosopher-king’.
We have brought forward the interpretation of Bloom to substantiate what Socrates 
had said. We favour Bloom’s argument that Socrates was suggesting that philosophers 
should take the place as rulers to make way for ‘justice’. Thus, by merging the two 
authorities together, we are to see that philosopher-kings are made as rulers not just 
because they are philosophers, but it is of essence that what they seek for ultimately is 
the knowledge for good (wisdom) and the ability to govern well by understanding the 
relationship between politics and philosophy.
There are two elements for consideration here. Firstly, the merger of the two factions; 
political powers and philosophy should be resolved. As the common understanding for 
politics, wisdoms, which are held and taught by the philosophers, are totally detached 
from the political powers. Socrates’s idea was since wisdom is important, and in order 
for a ruler to rule with wisdom, the two distinct entities should “coincide” or to be 
merged (Bloom, 1991, p. 392). 
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Secondly, we will consider on the point that why wisdom is important for being a 
philosopher-king. According to Socrates, to be a ruler, it is important to understand 
and to know how to rule wholesomely and also includes the knowing of what the 
citizens want. These unlimited understanding of things will certainly require a true 
wisdom seeker to understand. Socrates asked Glaucon – which he later affirms it – that 
wouldn’t we agree that a philosopher is a “desirer of wisdom, not one part or another” 
but to seek understanding of the whole subject of discussion (475b)
As explained earlier about the importance of the wisdom and ruling power, now 
we will continue on the argument which we have brought forward by placing it in a 
scenario of the modern times to make sense out of the ancient philosopher. Look at the 
newspaper or online classifieds and what we take into notice is the position which we 
are applying for and requirements for the position. The requirements will be the most 
important part, which allows us to know whether we are qualified to apply or to work 
as that particular position.
By applying the previous scenario to the argument which we have made earlier, the 
requirements to be a ruler as suggested by Socrates and affirmed by Bloom could mean 
that it requires no philosopher (assumed requirement) to sit as the ruler (the position), 
but instead, an entity that is able to discern the best decision and the unceasing urge to 
seek for wisdom (the requirement), as discussed above.
At this point of time, we are able to substantiate our argument in the first point that 
indeed what Socrates suggested of a ruling philosopher-king is indeed plausible. 
Citizens need a king to rule. A good king who rules should know how to rule and eager 
to learn more about the citizen. The knowledge and the yearning of wisdom suggests 
to a philosopher-king.
Singapore, established its own independent government after the separation from 
Malaysia which was in effect on 9 August, 1965 (Bass, 1969, p. 122). Ever since 
the separation, Singapore built its way into the first world from a small third world 
country, in a period of 25 years (Sustainability Institute, 1988). How could this be 
possible?
We are looking at a highly controlled state, from economic development to even 
housing developments. All these controls fall under one person’s directions, Lee 
Kuan Yew, the father of Singapore from the days of independence and arguably until 
today. During the separation of Singapore and Malaysia in 1965, the People’s Action 
Party (PAP) under the directives of Lee had built Singapore by installing an idea of 
a “benevolent, paternalistic government” and to control political orders by providing 
good public administration and to secure the welfare of the citizens (McCarthy, 
2006, p. 70).
The Singaporean government had been categorized as a “hybrid regime” in the most 
recent Democracy Index (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2010). It should be noted that 
although democracy is the perceived government system, many academicians label 
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Singapore as a regime. However, a regime is often a negative term, but Singapore, 
many are satisfied with their country governed or dictated by Lee (Sustainability 
Institute, 1988).
As discussed by McCarthy, we can see that Lee had to control the orders and to provide 
what citizens need, in order to succeed as a nation after a separation. They are also 
portrayed as benevolent and paternalistic in order for the citizens to obey and not to 
rebel. This does reflect on the similarities between what suggested by Socrates on a 
philosopher-king, who has the knowledge to determine what’s best for the city. In 
this situation of Singapore, economic development was the most crucial, hence Lee 
emphasized on economic performances upon receiving the mandate to rule (McCarthy, 
2006, p. 67).
Another point which we can consider here is whether Lee could be seen in the regime 
which he has set up was under his power consolidation throughout the time, even after 
he passed his prime minister-ship to his replacement. When Lee handed power to Goh 
Chok Tong in 1990, he created a position called Senior Minister to stay within the 
government and remained as the secretary-general of the PAP until late 1992 (Mauzy, 
1993, p. 1164-1167). The next power transitions, was no other than to Lee’s son, Lee 
Hsien Loong who became the third prime minister of Singapore in 2004. This gave 
way to a new position ‘Minister Mentor’ as an advisory position for Lee while still 
in the government showing “no intention of taking the back seat” and showed his 
teeth when he intervened in a Singapore Airlines dispute with the government (Rodan, 
2005, p. 142).
In Socrates’s philosopher-king theory, it cannot be located that the powers were 
consolidated through transitions. But I however suggest that Lee had been controlling 
the government with the evidences mentioned above, which satisfies him as a ‘king’ 
or a dictator. It is suggested by Sustainability Institute (1988) and McCarthy (1999) 
that it is “dictatorship with free speech, no fear and no corruption”. The absence of 
corruption thus also substantiates the rhetoric that Socrates had put forward, suggesting 
that a philosopher “in no way a lover of money” (485e).
Singapore, as a small island as it is, faces one problem, population and who will take 
over the leadership in the future. Lee as a visionary solves this problem by injecting 
knowledge into the younger generation. I put it in a way that Lee, as a person who takes 
knowledge as the essence of life, could easily fit into the category of ‘philosophers’ as 
how Bloom suggest that a philosopher’s criteria to hit, is to have the knowledge – to 
govern. After all, Lee was still a Cambridge law degree graduate (McCarthy, 1999)
I will put it in a very colloquial and less flowery way. In order for Singapore to sustain, 
they will be required to ‘breed’ elites. As how Lee Kuan Yew (1987, p. 185) explains, 
it is “plain silly” for someone to think that they shouldn’t let someone to marry for 
their genes, because this allows the stronger genes to sustain on. In ancient times, 
the rich practices polygamy, and hence the less rich in the society will be neutralized 
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(Lee, 1987, p. 185). Planning for an elite ruled city will also require some policies to 
be made. In 1984, the government introduced a few pro-natalist policies; “Graduate 
Mothers Scheme” and “Graduate marriage matchmaking” are one of the few to 
encourage graduates to be married and to give birth to smarter children (Yap, 2003, 
pp. 652-653). Envisioning Singapore as a ‘philosopher’ or elite filled country could 
be seen as achievable, and indeed, as fulfilling the argument on philosopher-kings, we 
could see that indeed loving knowledge and to reproduce them for the betterment of 
the country was evident.
CONCLUSION
Singapore, with the examples discussed above brings a close comparison to the 
ideal city as discussed by Socrates in Plato’s Republic. By congruence to the state of 
Singapore now, it is quite safe to assume that the ideal ruler in a country or city, could 
be a role of a philosopher-king, who knows what’s best for the citizens and to seek for 
knowledge, rather than power and money.
As argued by Morrison (2007, p. 233), many don’t buy Socrates’s Callipolis due to 
the implausibility of; “strict control of sex”, sharing of spouses, “strict censorships” 
and “tight social control” (Morrison, 2007, p. 233) seems to be answered in all the 
situations discussed above in the Singapore’s example. It could be the nearest that we 
could see or probably the mould of what Socrates had suggested and wanted to see in 
a city governed by a philosopher-king.
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